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Philosopher of science Imre Lakatos (1978) argued that the key to evaluat-
ing merit in the sciences lies in the distinction between progressive and

degenerative research programs. A research program is progressive if its theoreti-
cal growth anticipates its empirical growth (i.e., if it predicts novel facts with some
frequency rather than merely explaining facts discovered by rival research pro-
grams). In contrast, degenerative research programs are those whose theoretical
development lags behind their empirical development. Needless to say, a research
program may switch between these two states at different periods in time. This part
of the special issue is focused on Schnaiberg’s (1980) treadmill of production
(ToP) in environmental sociology and presents articles that implicitly explore the
extent to which the ToP research program has been progressive and has the poten-
tial to be progressive in the coming years by providing novel insights into emerging
phenomena. Whether the program ultimately proves to be progressive or degenera-
tive remains to be seen, but it is indisputable that the ToP is one of the leading theo-
retical perspectives in environmental sociology and is at the center of most major
contemporary debates in the subdiscipline.

As with the first part of the special issue on the ToP (September, 2004), the arti-
cles here are based on papers presented at the symposium “Environment and the
Treadmill of Production,” held October 31 through November 1, 2003, and spon-
sored by the Departments of Rural Sociology and Sociology at the University of
Wisconsin–Madison and cosponsored by the Environment and Society Research
Committee (RC 24), International Sociological Association. The symposium was
organized by Frederick Buttel, Michael Bell, Stephen Bunker, Aya Mirata,
Christine Overdevest, Brad Brewster, and Damayanti Banerjee.

In this issue, Foster provides an assessment of how the ToP developed in rela-
tion to other Marxian traditions and where it presently stands in the field of Marxist
political economy. Hooks and Smith present an analysis of the distinction between
the logic of the ToP and the logic of militarism, what they call the “treadmill of
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destruction.” Bunker considers the importance of geography and global inequality
in understanding the operation of the ToP. Oliver examines the role trade agree-
ments, NAFTA in particular, play in environmental policy in the ToP. Overdevest
takes up the topic of the political economy of information in the treadmill. Finally,
Mol and Spaargaren, two leading figures in a prominent research program that
rivals the ToP—ecological modernization—propose a reframing of debates in the
environmental social sciences based on a focus on environmental flows. Together,
these articles present important extensions, refinements, and critiques of the
ToP, which may serve to further the progressive development of environmental
sociology.
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